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PERSONAL SHOPPER AND THE SPECTRE OF CONSUMERISM

Recently, the mainstream commercial cinema audience has been exposed to an explosion of what could be termed 'declarative feminist' cinema, offering simplistic depictions of 'female power'. The examples include Ghostbusters (2016), Equity (2016) and Beauty and the Beast (2017). Yet, as Angela McRobbie points out, such symbolic manifestations of women’s progress and success continue to exist within “an otherwise more or less unaltered social order” (2009:14). Against the backdrop of these naive affirmative representations of femininity, which have now become a convention across various forms of generic cinema, several auteurist voices, such as Andrea Arnold, persist in creating complex and ambivalent young central female characters. Olivier Assayas is another director whose work may be seen in this light.

His latest two feature films, Clouds of Sils Maria (2014) and Personal Shopper (2016) provide good evidence for this claim. In both films, Kristen Stewart plays a role of a personal assistant to a capricious older woman, but while in the former the drama is built on the intricate power play between the film star Maria (Juliette Binoche) and Valentine, played by Stewart, in the latter, her character Maureen spends most of her screen time alone. We do not find out much about her employer, Kyra, except that she is a somewhat abnoxiuos super-rich celebrity, who needs Maureen to pick up high fashion garments from exclusive designer ateliers and boutiques for her frequent appearances at numerous media-friendly public events across the globe. But that is just one part of the story. Maureen is also a medium. She has a connection with the intangible world of spirits, which she shared with her twin brother Lewis, who died a few months earlier of a rare heart condition. They had a pact that, whoever dies first, will try to send a signal to the other, as a confirmation of an afterlife. This is why she keeps visiting her brother’s old house, hoping that some form of contact will be made. These two narrative threads merge into an unconventional ghost story.

Aesthetically and conceptually, Personal Shopper transcends all kinds of boundaries: between the visible and the invisible worlds, between realism and generic stylisation, between the physical and the virtual. The role of costume is paramount in this: Maureen wears a casual but hip, youthful uniform of jeans, trainers and knitted woolly jumpers; but her personal frontiers are shattered when she starts dressing up in Kyra’s expensive clothes - which she is normally not allowed to try on - after being dared to do so by the mysterious person unknown to her, whom she converses with via text messages on her iPhone. A centrepiece of this transgression is a biased Chanel dress covered in sparkling embroidered sequins, a garment which carries timeless connotations of cinematic glamour​[1]​. 

Of course, the transformation of the main female character through fashion/costume is a well-established trope of the narrative cinema aimed at the female audience, from Joan Crawford’s films, via Audrey Hepburn’s, and well into the late 20th and the early 21st Century (Pretty Woman, 1990, Clueless, 1995, Legally Blonde, 2001, Mean Girls, 2004, Devil Wears Prada, 2006, Cinderella, 2015). However, Personal Shopper does not fit in with this tradition. The motives for Maureen’s ‘make-over’ are more elusive, and the consequences seem more dark and sinister. In this, her close cinematic relative is the figure of Maggie Cheung, playing herself in Irma Vep (1996), an earlier film by Assayas. Here, Cheung is an Asian star, cast in the leading role for the remake of the French classic silent film Les Vampires (1915). The project is fraught with difficulties, of personal and creative nature, and following the director’s mental breakdown, she is replaced by another actress. In the midst of all the chaos of this doomed production, she develops a strange obsession for her cat-burglar character and a fetish for her black latex costume, which she puts on at night to prowl the hotel corridors and the rooftops of Paris.

There are other similarities between the two films. In both of them, the star personae of the leading actresses are demystified, as their characters evoke their previous roles on screen, as well as their celebrity figures off screen. This may be less overtly so in the case of Kristin Stewart, but, as Richard Dyer (1986) argued, all star images are always intertextual, as they relate to their own histories across the range of media. An important element of this demystification is the way in which both films employ the techniques of improvised acting. Following the screening of Personal Shopper at London’s Curzon Soho cinema attended by Olivier Assayas, he talked about a sense of playfulness in his approach to working with actors. 'I hate to hear my [scripted] lines from the actors' lips', he said, highlighting the collaborative nature of his creative partnership with Stewart, but also the artistic freedom that no actor would be able to experience in the context of a big budget Hollywood production. 

As one of the most famous movie stars in the world, Kristen Stewart is inevitably one of the main talking points surrounding the film, which should convince even the most stubborn cultural snobs (who would dismiss her as a manufactured star of the Twilight ‘franchise’) of her conviction, hard work and her very special talent for naturalistic acting. The restless and mildly awkward way in which her body inhabits the screen space, and her ability to combine self-consciousness with simply 'being' in front of the camera could even mark a new stage in the craft of acting, which perhaps may not have been possible before the emergence of the generation that she belongs to - those who have grown up in front of digital cameras. In his Sight and Sound article, Graham Fuller compares her to James Dean, and argues that like no other actor, she reflects the anxieties of our turbulent era. “Stewart’s reticent portrayals of reasonably sane but stressed women are redolent of general Weltschmerz, and are thus conduits to a mood of cosmic dread” (Fuller 2017:23).

Cinema's ghosts reflect the hidden aspects of the personal and the collective psyche. In Personal Shopper, the narrative, the mise-en-scene and the cinematography contribute to this ‘mood of cosmic dread’ through repeatedly accentuating Maureen’s isolation. She is an American in Paris (Maggie Cheung’s ‘foreign-ness’ was also a significant part of her character’s isolation in Irma Vep), but more importantly, her solitude and alienation are punctuated by her attachment to new technology – text messaging, Skype conversations with her absent boyfriend, and YouTube clips, which act as her window into the world of the abstract pioneer Hilma af Klint’s ‘spirit-guided’ paintings. The cinematic ghost "can also be a figure for the alternating disjuncture between body and spirit wrought by modern communication technologies" (Leeder 2015:2). There is a strong link between the anomie experienced by Maureen (and, vicariously, the film’s audience) and her dependence on electronic gadgets.

Furthermore, the cyberspace can be seen as a "ghostly matter" (Trond Lundermo in Leeder 2015:3), connected to all the other transmission media. As Jacques Derrida says, appearing as himself in Ken McMullen’s film Ghost Dance (1983): “[M]odern developments in technology and telecommunication, instead of diminishing the realm of ghosts, [enhance] the power of ghosts and their ability to haunt us”. He also declares that cinema itself “is the art of ghosts, a battle of phantoms”.

Cinematic ghost stories are often remembered for their brilliant, surprising narrative twists and moments of revelation (The Sixth Sense, 1999, The Others, 2001, or some of the Japanese onryo films). However, the defining feature of Personal Shopper is its deliberate ambiguity and a refusal to offer narrative closure. Instead, Assayas plays a game with his audience, like David Lynch or Michael Haneke, opening up the hermeneutic field. Maureen has an encounter with an angry apparition spouting ectoplasm in Lewis’s old house, but this turns out not to be her brother’s spirit. At one point, we, the viewers, see Lewis, but she does not. A turning point in the film happens when she accepts the invitation from the mysterious source of the unnerving text messages - whom we suspect to be Ingo (Lars Eidinger), Kyra’s ex-lover (and murderer, eventually) - to turn up at the hotel room wearing the forbidden ensemble (the Chanel dress) belonging to her boss. Next, we see a succession of shots, composed as if the camera was slowly tracking someone walking out of the room, down along the hotel corridor, in and out of the lift, and away through the lobby. Except that there is no one in the frame.

This is reminiscent of a moment in Alfred Hitchcock's Rebecca (1940), when Maxim de Winter (Laurence Olivier) recalls the altercation with his late wife, which accidentally resulted in her death. As he makes this confession to his new wife (Joan Fontaine), the camera moves through the empty space of the room, ‘following’ Rebecca’s actions and movement, as described by Max, until arriving at the spot where he is standing, which is where the incident happened. It is interesting that this episode is also preceded by a scene in which Joan Fontaine’s character makes a spectacularly misjudged entrance at Manderley Estate’s annual costume ball, wearing a lavish white dress, unaware that it previously belonged to Rebecca.

It remains unclear whether this Hitchcockian sequence in Personal Shopper represents Maureen’s moving on from grief and beginning a new stage in her life, or whether she was possibly even murdered in the hotel room. At the end of the film, we are left wondering if Maureen herself may be a ghost.

To live, by definition, is not something one learns. Not from oneself, it is not learned from life, taught by life. Only from the other and by death. In any case from the other at the edge of life. At the internal border or the external border, it is a heterodidactics between life and death. (Derrida 1994: xvii)

Derrida (1994) has summoned up the ‘specter of Marx’ as a way of countering the self-congratulatory pronouncement of the ‘end of history’ by the Western neoliberal intellectual and political elites following the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Admitedly, there is little in Assayas’s films to suggest that they are driven by a Marxist spirit. He belongs to the generation of filmmakers who view Jean-Luc Godard and his peers from a position of ironic distance. His more explicitly political work, Carlos (2010) and Something in the Air (2012) is far from radical, and while there are some shades of class in Clouds of Sils Maria, they seem to be absent from Personal Shopper. Yet, as I have already mentioned, the central visual and philosophical theme of the film is Maureen’s alienation, which operates on several levels. The nature of her job is the most potent signifier of this. She is rushing around, even travelling to London for a day, frequenting the places and spaces of elite consumerism in order to buy luxurious clothes for someone else, the clothes that she is forbidden to put on. 

The questions of identification and desire permeate the film. Maureen appears to be on a quest to find herself, or even become ‘someone else’. Jean Baudrillard lays out the contradictions of identity construction in the consumer society: "If you are someone, can you 'find' your personality? And where are you while this personality is haunting you? If you are yourself, do you have to be so 'truly'?" (1998:87). Today, 'the self' is commodified and disembedded by the powers of consumer culture and the internet, the two twin forces which have contributed to the emergence of what Zygmunt Bauman calls 'subjectivity fetishism', the idea that identity – paradoxically – can only be asserted through the channels of consumption and electronic media. The subject/object dichotomy is thus erased, as "[m]embers of the society of consumers are themselves consumer commodities" (Bauman 2007:57). The role of high fashion in Personal Shopper could be interpreted in this light. The cinematic connotations of that Chanel dress are certainly not concomitant with the myth of the brand and the discourse of luxury fashion in general. If the consumer culture and the technological developments that serve its interests have reframed the world to the point of turning us into objects, maybe our ghosts are all that remains?

Nikola Mijovic
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^1	  See interview with the film’s costume designer Jürgen Doering in this issue.
